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Abstract    
This article introduces a model for group facilitation in the humanities based on Carl 
Rogers model for group psychotherapy. Certain aspects of Carl Rogers reflective 
learning strategies are reappraised and principles, specific only to psychotherapy, are 
introduced. Five of Rogerss axioms are applied to the tutorial discussion model: a 
non-directive approach, climate-setting, facilitation, reflective listening and positive 
regard. The model, which has been trialed in tutorials at The University of 
Queensland encourages active learning, self-direction and critical thinking.  
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Introduction 
This article introduces a model for small group facilitation in the humanities. The 
model, which has been trialed in public discussions at conferences and entertainment 
events, is now used in tutorials in the School of English, Media Studies and Art 
History in The University of Queensland. Student feedback from these tutorials will 
be cited throughout the article. The model is underpinned by five principles of Carl 
Rogerss model for small-group therapy: a non-directive approach, climate-setting, 
facilitation, reflective listening and positive regard. After an introduction to the 
history of Rogerss principles and education and Rogers therapeutic approach, the 
application of these principles to tutorial facilitation is discussed. The model takes 
significant steps in teaching students to become active learners and critical thinkers.  
The authority of the tutor in the small group often works to inhibit student response 
(Griffiths 2003; Silén 2006). The tutor is constructed as an expert with considerable 
knowledge and the authority to direct and control the tutorial trajectory. Silén has 
identified several negative traits of the expert tutor. The expert tutor is perceived by 
students as being dominating, critical, a poor judge of character and controlling. The 
expert/student construction exacerbates student insecurity and influences learning 
outcomes (Silén 2006).  
It is necessary here to clarify the way in which expert is constructed. It is 
important for a tutor to be an expert in his or her discipline (Barrows 1988). The 
importance of this will be discussed later. An expert can use his or her knowledge to 
inspire and motivate students thereby facilitating good learning outcomes and 
independent critical thinking. When a tutor deliberately uses his/her expert knowledge 
and position to establish hierarchies to control and manipulate a group, however, the 
expert/student roles that deter critical student contributions are constructed. For the 
purposes of this article, a distinction is made between having expert knowledge and 
using that expert knowledge to dominate a group. It is important for the tutor to be an 
expert facilitator to create an environment conducive to learning and particularly one 
that encourages student contribution. In order to create an opportunity for non-
directed student contribution, a process needed to be devised to elicit contributions 
from the students themselves. Rogerss framework of person-centered psychotherapy 
provided the most useful paradigm to encourage more meaningful student 
contributions in a regulated environment.  
 
Rogers and education 
Rogerss ideas have been disseminated through many modes of new 
teaching/learning methods including: student-centered learning, problem based 
learning, experiential education, self-directed learning, humanistic education, 
reflective learning and active learning. A significant number of tutorial models have 
been developed and trialed in student-centered learning (SCL) and problem based 
learning (PBL) in higher education settings (Silén 2006; Clouston 2005; Moust et al. 
2005; Spronken-Smith 2005; Miflen 2004; Lea et al. 2003; Perrenet et al. 2000; Hall 
and Saunders 1997; Long 1995). These models do not, however, explicitly draw from 
Rogerss tenets but remain part of his larger legacy.  
The most comprehensive application of specific Rogerian principles is found in the 
work of the National Consortium for Humanistic Education (NCHE) that was founded 
by Aspy (1969). Extensive studies over a decade in the sixties and seventies were 
undertaken predominantly in primary and secondary schools in the United States and 
Europe drawing specifically on Rogerss principles of empathy, congruence and 
positive regard detailed in Rogerss article on conditions appropriate for personality 
change in the client/therapist relationship (1957). The outcomes of this broad study 
were positive and consistently emphasized that the application of Rogerss person-
centered principles to daily practice in primary and secondary schools improved 
attitudes, discipline problems, physical health, attendance, IQ and cognitive growth 
(Rogers 1983). It is these three principles, empathy, congruence and positive regard 
that have informed the majority of educational models proposed by the subsequent 
educators.  
The following educators have developed their own methodologies for teaching in 
higher education based on Rogerss principles: Aspy (1972), Blackie et al. (2010), 
Brockbank and McGill (2007), Burnard (2002), Clouston (2005), Cowan (2006), 
Exley and Dennick (2004), Knowles (1975), McGill and Beaty (2001), Kolb (1983) 
and Rowland (2000). Yet most of the methodologies advocated and models proposed 
by these educators have emerged from observations and student questionnaires based 
on existing conventional teaching practices rather than specific trials of new models.  
While Aspy and Roebucks trials focused on primary and secondary schools, the 
research in this study concentrates on tertiary education. In presenting a new model, 
this study trials Rogerss group psychotherapy principles in higher education 
tutorials to provide substantiation of the effectiveness of a Rogerian approach to small 
group facilitation in tertiary institutions in the humanities. The model uses group 
psychotherapy principles not always considered: facilitation, climate setting, 
reflective listening and a non-directive approach. These principles are qualified and 
specific examples are given. Although the tenets of Rogers have previously been 
applied to educational theory, a trial of a practical model as to how to apply Rogerian 
psychotherapy principles to tutorials in a higher education setting in the humanities 
has not been formerly presented.  
 
Rogers and the person centered approach 
Rogers is best known for the development of a new model of psychotherapy which 
espoused a client-centered rather than a therapist-centered approach. Later in his 
practice Rogers renamed his model the Person-Centered Approach (PCA). In 
focusing on people rather than clients, Rogers hoped to encourage the models 
application for all interactions between people, not only therapists and clients. PCA 
has been successfully applied to a wide range of industrial, business and educational 
groups, among others. The models reflexivity made it particularly easy to adapt to a 
higher education learning environment. In addition to outlining the studies of the 
NCHE, Rogers seminal book Freedom to Learn in the 80s discusses the application 
of PCA to teacher education. Rogers argues that One of the most prevalent 
misunderstandings of a person-centred approach [] is that it is applicable only in 
certain kinds of subjects or in certain special situations (Rogers 1983). Rogers posits 
that the goal of education is the same as the goal of psychotherapy: the fully 
functioning person. The fully functioning person is characterized by their ability to 
self-direct and self-actualize. The fully functioning student learns to self-actualize 
through thinking for themselves and through learning how to learn through self-
direction.  
In psychotherapy, the therapeutic relationship is generally practiced between an 
individual and a therapist. Rogers was one of the pioneers of group psychotherapy. 
His ideas were antithetical to Freuds in many ways: he challenged Freuds 
pejorative remarks about a groups inability to self-direct because of their innate 
nature as an obedient herd, which could never live without a master [and] never 
thirst after truth (Rogers quoted in Kirschenbaum and Land Henderson 1989) and 
developed a new model which worked to privilege the group. Rogers wrote 
extensively on group facilitation. One of the primary initiatives of his approach was a 
non-directive attitude. Rogers spoke strongly against the directive or expert 
therapist that attempted to control the group by setting goals, asking directive 
questions and expecting certain outcomes. Conversely, Rogers did not develop a 
specific goal for a particular group and sincerely want[ed] [the group] to develop its 
own directions. He felt it presumptuous to think that I [as a therapist] can or 
should direct that movement towards a specific goal (Rogers quoted in 
Kirschenbaum and Land Henderson 1989). In Rogerss model the group was self-
directed and self-responsible. The non-directive approach changed the therapeutic 
relationship entirely and empirical research showed more successful outcomes in the 
person-centered rather than expert-centered approach.  
 
A non-directive approach 
The basic tenets of Rogerss approach have been applied to the construction of a 
tutorial model for the purpose of creating a non-directive environment for tutorial 
facilitation. Rogerss non-directive approach to a group provides a viable 
alternative to be used in tutorials by giving students a voice that is self rather than 
expert directed. The only learning aim set for the tutorials is that the students learn to 
think for themselves. This places the onus on the students to be responsible for and 
direct their own learning. In establishing the parameters for a non-directive 
approach to the tutorial, the creation of an environment or climate conducive to 
encouraging student contribution was essential.  
 
Climate-setting 
Rogers considered certain elements necessary to produce a growth-promoting 
climate (Rogers quoted in Kirschenbaum and Land Henderson 1989): the climate 
must be psychologically safe for the clients; the client should be able to risk 
saying something highly personal, or absurd, or hostile, or cynical (Rogers quoted 
in Kirschenbaum and Land Henderson 1989) with the knowledge it will be respected; 
and the climate needs to be reasonably unstructured to allow for the groups self-
direction and discursive discussion. Similarly, no professional front or personal 
façade (Rogers quoted in Kirschenbaum and Land Henderson 1989) should be put 
up by the facilitator and the relationship should be congruent or close-matching 
between the therapist and client. These elements work to create what Rogers calls a 
productive climate-setting which is reminiscent of Ference Martons space of 
learning (Marton and Tsui 2004).  
These elements of climate-setting were applied to the tutorial model. In a tutorial 
the climate is set in the tutors introduction. In the tutor introduction in the model, 
student members are invited to contribute comments on any issue from the material 
presented in the lecture or their recommended reading for the week. The tutorial needs 
to be reasonably unstructured at times to encourage student self-direction and 
psychologically safe for students to contribute without feeling insecure. The following 
is a basic suggested introduction to facilitate non-directive group discussion:  
The purpose of these tutorials is to give you the opportunity to share your ideas, your 
views your thoughts, your understandings of the material we cover. My role is to 
facilitate discussion rather than lead discussion. So our tutorials wont really be 
question and answer sessions. More of an opportunity for you to voice your critical 
responses to texts and material presented in the lectures. Youll get the most out of 
these tutorials if you learn to think for yourself. Questions are always a good place to 
start, but I will ask you to ask questions of each other. So if you ask me a question, 
Ill ask it back to the group. Please remember that there is no such thing as a 
dumb question and it is really important that you respect each others 
contributions and different readings of the texts. Just to get us started, I will ask one 
question: what were some of the thoughts that you had after the lecture finished? 
(Apart from I wonder if I have enough time to pick up a coffee before the tute?) 
To get started would someone like to share a comment that they made to a friend 
about the content of the lecture at the end.  
There are several adaptations of this that are used. At times a starter question is asked 
about the text on the required reading list such as What were some of the ideas you 
had while you were reading ? In the first tutorial students, unfamiliar with the new 
tutorial model, were at times confused as to how to initiate discussion or contribute 
comments. After some periods of awkward silence a comment would be made that 
began discussion. Student initiation of discussion was never a problem in subsequent 
tutorials. The student-directed discussion, interjected with occasional comments from 
the facilitator, would generally cover salient points from the lecture or readings. After 
application of this model one student commented, [the tutor] fostered a pleasant and 
communicative learning atmosphere and encouraged student opinion (Literary 
Classics 2008).  
Humour can often be employed in climate-setting and throughout the tutorial to create 
a relaxed, informal learning environment. Humour was included in the facilitator 
introduction for this purpose. Further, humour can work psychologically to release 
tension (Meyer 2000) to foster a stress-free learning environment. One student 
contributed an interesting comment on humour. Referring to a specific tutorial in 
which weird concepts were difficult to grasp s/he found one of the tutors 
strengths was in bringing humour to weird points which really helps (Literary 
Classics 2008). Humour relaxed the student and facilitated the understanding of 
complex issues. This illustrates the importance of climate-setting to create a stress-
free learning environment.  
 
Facilitation 
The role of the tutor as facilitator rather than expert can be seen as the most important 
element in establishing an analogous relationship with the student. Rogers argues that 
while the way a facilitator serves the group has significance, the group process is 
much more important than the facilitators statements or behaviour. That Rogers uses 
the concept of serving a group rather than leading not only emphasizes the 
non-directive approach, but can also be seen to invert the teacher/student 
relationship. I discuss this inversion in more detail later in the article.  
Another of Rogerss axioms regarding the role of the facilitator is that the facilitator 
must exert enough patience to accept the group exactly where it is. If a group wishes 
to intellectualize, or discuss superficial[ities] [], or is emotionally very closed or 
very frightened of personal communication (Rogers quoted in Kirschenbaum and 
Land Henderson 1989), then that is the nature of the session. Rogers spoke strongly 
against facilitators that judged a groups progress or shared her or his own 
interpretation of comments expressed in the group or retained aloofness from the 
group through a display of superior knowledge (Rogers quoted in Kirschenbaum 
and Land Henderson 1989).  
This non-judgmental attitude is best illustrated in a tutorial where a student made a 
factual error regarding a character in a novel. This particular tutorial took place late in 
the semester and another of the students, now familiar with the tutorial process, gently 
commented/corrected the first student: I thought her name was Briony, wasnt that 
the sister? (Contemporary Literature 2009). The owning of the comment and the 
framing of the comment as a question rather than an expert opinion clarified the issue 
without overtly correcting the first comment.  
Rogers uses the words of the Chinese philosopher Lao Tse to construct his ideal 
facilitator:  
A leader is best 
When people barely know he exists, 
Not so good when people obey and proclaim him 
Worst when they despise him. 
But of a good leader, who talks little, 
When his work is done, his aim fulfilled, 
They will say We did this ourselves. (quoted. in Rogers 1983)  
To give the student a voice and to encourage their own critical thinking it is 
imperative that the students self-direct the tutorials. The facilitators role in this 
model is, at times, to participate by reflective listening. At the end of the tutorial it 
is vital, however, that the student is able to reflect on the tutorial and say we did this 
ourselves.  
In a Contemporary Literature tutorial at The University of Queensland first year 
students were asked to write a list poem drawing from their own life experiences. 
Two students wrote a poem based around their tutorial Tute Nine. This excerpt 
from the poem illustrates the juxtaposition of, and at times, inversion of roles of the 
tutor and student during tutorials that trialed the new model.  
Tute Nine is run by Caroline 
Shes the only one wholl have us. 
Tute Nine is not run by Caroline 
Caroline is run by Tute Nine. (2009) 
This is an example of the importance of self-direction from a student perspective. 
Although the specific process of self-direction was not made explicit to the students, 
this small poem illustrates that the student experience was at least at an equal power-
base. Having worked to change the expert role of the tutor, there is always the 
opportunity for another group member to assume the role of facilitator. A student that 
has expert knowledge in the subject can often use their knowledge, perhaps not 
consciously, to intimidate other group members. The group then becomes inhibited 
again and the tutorial is dominated by the expert student. In this occurrence, a skilled 
facilitator will direct the group for a time by using various techniques such as 
reflective listening and repeat the tutorial contract made in the introduction.  
An evaluation of the results of the students teacher assessment over 3 years revealed 
how in the first year a more directive approach to teaching valued the knowledge of 
the expert teacher but did little to foster participation. During the first year the 
most frequent comment which appeared on the teaching evaluations was the tutor is 
very knowledgeable (Literary Classics 2007; Introduction to Communications and 
Cultural Studies 2007). The new facilitation model was introduced in 2008. The most 
frequent comment now appearing on the teaching evaluations is the tutor 
encourages participation (Contemporary Literature 2009; Introduction to 
Communications and Cultural Studies 2009; Art of Communication 2009; Drama 
Performance Analysis 2009). This illustrates the important change in the role of the 
tutor from expert to facilitator of learning.  
 
Reflective listening 
Reflective listening is one of the primary techniques of the facilitator. In this 
process, which involves summarizing, the facilitator restates the content of the 
students comment in an attempt to understand the exact meaning of what a person 
is communicating (Rogers quoted in Kirschenbaum and Land Henderson 1989). 
The facilitator thereby contributes to but does not direct the group. Reflective 
listening is a key element in the tutorial. In summarizing a students contribution, the 
student not only feels validated but the summary improves learning outcomes through 
repetition of key points and assistance in furthering ideas. Reflective listening is also 
useful in clarifying points that have taken a direction that is counter-productive or 
unhelpful. Interestingly, a student commented on this methodology in the student 
evaluations: [the tutor] was very nice and helped further ideas[she] didnt make 
you feel stupid for suggesting something that wasnt exactly rightjust helped you 
get back on track (Introduction to Communications and Cultural Studies 2008).  
 
Positive regard 
A further tenet of Rogerss model is positive regard for the client. This concept 
involves a non-judgmental, accepting attitude toward whatever the client [is 
expressing] (Rogers quoted in Kirschenbaum and Land Henderson 1989). Rogers 
believed that expert-driven therapy models fostered a deep lack of respect for the 
participants (Rogers quoted in Kirschenbaum and Land Henderson 1989). 
Therefore, prizing the opinions and feelings of the client is one of the primary 
aspects of positive regard.  
To privilege the tutorial student, positive regard is a key element. A simple 
method for prizing the students contributions was built into the process of the 
tutorial model. Whenever a contribution was made that was not immediately followed 
up by a comment made by another student, the tutor interjected a response such as 
thank you for that or thats a really valuable reading. Valuing and respecting 
the contributions of the student in this way works to further set a positive climate in 
which the student feels their critical contributions are validated. This aspect of the 
model, perhaps, more than any other, gives students confidence in their learning. 
Comments such as [the tutor] shows equal respect and readiness to listen to all 
members of the class (Introduction to Communications and Cultural Studies 2008) 
and I am never afraid to speak up because I know whatever I say will be well 
respected (Literary Classics 2008) illustrate the potential of this model to privilege 
the voice of each student in the tutorial.  
In summary, in order to give the student a voice I turn to the client-centered 
reflexivity of Rogerss theories. They privilege the group, are non-directive and 
set a safe, unstructured climate in order to allow the students to direct, as far as 
possible, their own discussion. The facilitator is to be serving, patient, accepting and 
have a positive regard for the student so that the students contributions may be 
prized and validated.  
 
Problems in the model 
Facilitation as a tutorial model has been consistently criticized. Facilitation models 
developed by Abercrombie (1984), Heron (1993), Brockbank and McGill (2007) are 
often viewed as a soft approach to teaching that discourages critical learning. 
Many of these models, such as those developed by Brockbank and McGill are based 
on Rogerian principles. Heron proposes a combination of teacher-directed, 
student/teacher directed and student-directed facilitation. Abercrombie constructs a 
more structured model with specific goals. The facilitation approach in these models 
is misunderstood as being nice, flexible and soft (Brockbank and McGill 
2007). It is, however, the directive teaching approach in the conventional tutorial that 
is seen to hinder student learning (Silén 2006). Students learning from an expert 
may not have much investment in and may take no responsibility for their own 
learning. As Rogers argues, the directive approach teaches students from the neck 
up (Rogers 1983). It is a transmission downwards of knowledge and skills from an 
expert to lesser beings known as learners (Brockbank and McGill 2007). A re-
appraisal of facilitation as a method for subverting the negative effects of an expert-
driven methodology that augments the distance between student and teacher is 
needed. The facilitation model I propose is a different approach to tutorial teaching 
that offers an alternative to a more directive approach. It could also be seen as an 
adjunct approach to an expert model in which elements such as climate setting, 
reflective listening and positive regard, which lead to increased receptivity in 
students, are given more consideration.  
There are certain aspects of the model that are problematic. Comments regarding 
ways the tutor could improve suggest that the dearth of tutor contributions was 
problematic for some students. One student commented [the tutor could] perhaps 
present her own ideas more (Introduction to Communications and Cultural Studies 
2008). Another student felt uncomfortable that the tutor did not answer questions: 
Sometimes [the tutor] would ask a question back to the group and wed sit in 
silence when no one had an answerbetter in this case to just give the answer 
maybe? (Literary Classics 2008). An argument can be made that there should be 
some expert driven time only after the group has exhausted their understandings and 
explored all their possible readings of material. It is here that it is important that the 
tutor is knowledgeable in his/her discipline. In some instances, when the group has no 
responses to questions asked by either other students or the facilitator and silence 
ensues, an answer is suggested by the facilitator. It is, however, important that the 
answer is framed in a way that is not intimidating and aims to construct the facilitator 
as another group member. Qualifiers are of particular use. In one tutorial the silence 
was filled with I thought that the protagonist Owning the responses and using 
qualifiers such as I guess one reading of this  worked to minimize the distance 
between teacher and student.  
It could also be perceived that the model facilitates a surface rather than deep 
approach. Students parrot memorized course content or notes taken in the lecture 
rather than engaging with the meanings of the content. In practice, it was found that 
the reverse occurred; self-direction encourages deep engagement with the content 
through a sense of responsibility for the learning process. Self-direction encourages 
[students] to think more deeply and carefully about topics (Introduction to 
Communications and Cultural Studies 2008). Group self-direction works to subvert 
the surface approach by giving students the opportunity to show their understanding 
and develop their critical thinking facility. The students are actively learning rather 
than waiting for the correct answer from the tutor.  
The opportunity for students to think for themselves is one of the core issues of 
facilitation. Students that learn to think for themselves become critical thinkers 
through critical engagement in tutorials. Tutorials become a safe learning 
environment for students to test their ideas in the discussions and refine their 
critical faculty by questioning, reasoning and supporting their arguments. One 
indicator that suggests the model developed has succeeded in relation to educational 
outcomes is seen in the level of critical and original thinking witnessed in the 
students essays. In a recent course, Contemporary Literature, students were 
assessed on two essays: one written at the commencement of the semester and the 
other at the conclusion. This is a second semester course; therefore, the majority of 
students had already experienced a conventional tutorial in their first semester. The 
first groups of essays marked were expository and relied heavily on secondary sources 
and, if there were any arguments, these were borrowed from theorists. The second sets 
of essays were predominantly argumentative critical analyses containing counter-
arguments and original perspectives. The critical thinking and learning engaged in by 
the students in the tutorial discussions can be seen to have translated, by the end of the 
semester, into educational outcomes. It was encouraging to observe more original 
thought rather than perspectives based on secondary sources. Moreover, the students 
were able to own their intellectual development which made the material covered 
interesting for [the students] to learn and want to learn more about (Literary 
Classics 2008).  
This model is particularly applicable for use in humanities tutorials where there can 
be different readings of texts rather than correct answers. An experienced tutor that 
has taken on the facilitator role encourages a deep approach through self-discovery of 
underlying meanings in the content of the material discussed. As one student 
commented, the tutorials were extremely helpful in stimulating thought and deeper 
understanding of the material (Contemporary Literature 2009). As ascertained by 
Prosser et al., student-focused perspectives result in understandings of complex issues 
(Prosser et al. 2007).  
Students showed significant enthusiasm for the new facilitation model. In comparison 
with more conventional approaches, the tutorials were seen as creative and 
intellectually stimulating without being mind-numbingly boring: [the students] 
actually look forward to these tutorials (Introduction to Communications and 
Cultural Studies 2008). The informal approach still encourages and gains the respect 
of the students (Drama Performance Analysis 2009) and the construction of a non-
expert facilitator that doesnt assume any prior knowledge helps amazingly 
(Literary Classics 2008).  
 
Concluding remarks 
Previous important contributions of applying Rogerss principles to education 
undertaken by the NCHE have focused on primary and secondary schools. In this 
study, Rogerss psychotherapy principles of group facilitation, climate-setting, 
reflective listening, positive regard and a non-directive approach were applied to 
contemporary tutorials in a tertiary setting. Rogerss group psychotherapy principles 
applied in this new model in higher education in the humanities worked to develop 
critical thinking skills as the students became active learners.  
Students became active learners as they worked together as an interpretive community 
(Fish 1980) negotiating and constructing meanings. As one student commented, the 
facilitation approach made the class feel united (Drama Performance Analysis 
2009). The process of the negotiation of meaning worked in a similar way to 
reflective listening and positive regard to invert the expert/student binary and 
privilege student authority and, subsequently, ownership of the learning process. 
Students contributed several meanings or readings of the material and in the process 
of negotiation, some meanings were refuted and others accepted and, at times, refined. 
In this process, students began to move closer to the ideal of critical thinkers.  
In the process of negotiation the role of the tutor as directive expert diminishes. 
Positive regard and reflective listening interjections from the facilitator are 
sometimes necessary for clarification. The students become active learners, negotiate 
meanings and embrace the role of critic. One of the outcome indicators of successful 
facilitation is when the students begin to self-direct by asking questions of each other. 
As one student commented, the student directed discussions increase our knowledge 
of the topic and broadens our perspectives (Literary Classics 2008). The students 
move towards becoming fully functioning individuals that are adaptable and have 
learned how to learn. If, as Vermunt argues, the purpose of university education is to 
encourage students to become self-regulated and self-motivated learners by the time 
they leave university (Vermunt 2007) then this tutorial model can be seen as a useful 
tool for working towards these outcomes.  
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